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Why study literature? What relevance does it truly have today? This presentation offers
one answer to this question by demonstrating how fiction gives us insights into the relationship
between race, power, and global capitalism. Indeed, scholars like Ericka Beckman have
demonstrated how in Latin America specifically, fiction is an indispensable component of
capitalist expansion, an enterprise which itself “cannot help revealing its imaginative and indeed
fictive underpinnings” (Macondo 146). By evaluating these “imaginative apparatuses,” we see
how race and its rhetorical deployment in fiction elucidates the ruling class’ ability to control the
interpretation of race.
Specifically, my research focuses on Mexico’s largest nineteenth-century indigenous
uprising known as the Guerra de Castas, or Caste Wars. In 1847, rebel leaders Jacinto Pat of
Tihosuco, Cecilio Chí of Tepich, and Antonio Ay of Chichimilá led their southern Yucatec Mayan
troops against the region’s criollo (European-identifying) factions. Stories of the bloodshed
began to flood into the peninsula’s cities: Mayan rebels were destroying haciendas, sugar mills,
ranchos, towns, and cities in their path. As historian Terry Rugeley describes, “property damage
for the years 1840-76 defies calculation”: in all, more than half of Yucatán’s population either fell
victim to the violence or fled the peninsula, costing the region nearly 250,000 lives (Rebellion
4). As the elite class began to realize the depth of the crisis, losing complete control of their
territory in the 1840s, criollo reinforcements began to pour into the greater Tihosuco area to
suppress the uprising. Amidst the chaos, a militarized Mayan independent state called Chan
Santa Cruz formed in the mid-1850s, receiving recognition as a sovereign state from the one of
the world’s most powerful nations, the United Kingdom. In 1869, reports began of Chiapas’
Caste War between the Tzeltal, the Chamulas and Chiapas’ European-identifying ladinos.
Mayan hegemony seemed imminent. Only an invasion by Porfirio Díaz’s troops in 1902 would
finally disintegrate Chan Santa Cruz and (arguably) end indigenous unrest in the peninsula.
According to historians, the establishment of a hegemonic nation-state, the spread of a
liberal economic system, and Spanish/criollo cultural imperialism adversely affected the
indigenous peoples of the Yucatecan countryside, causing them to rise up against the dominant
creole class and fight for their survival as crucial fallow lands began disappearing under
liberalist expansion. However, the corpus of literary, journalistic, and historical texts published in
the Mexican Southeast between 1841-1958 that I refer to as the Caste War Narratives do not
tell this story. Instead, regional elites found the perfect opportunity to “re-write” who the Mayan
were: rebels became “savages,” “enemies of civilization” and later, “saints” and “helping hands”
as the peninsula entered into an economic boom that required unprecedented amounts of
indigenous and rural labor. Thus, I demonstrate how the fictional definitions of the region’s
indigenous communities morph to reflect the needs of the ruling class as political and economic
change came to the region.

